	
	
	



Women in leadership roles have been a minority. This imbalance of leadership roles is slowly changing through gender equality campaigns and human rights campaigns across the world. The journey for women to get to the point of equal standing has been long and arduous and continues still in all corners of society. Michelle Bachelet, who has twice served her country, is the focal point here of a woman who has succeeded accomplishing the role of president of Chile. Furthermore, during her terms, human rights issues particularly women's rights, were addressed across all sectors of society. Although her achievements can be tracked through her family background and her experiences in life, a look at the history of the cumulative effect of the women's movement in Chile that began decades previously shows how the political landscape was primed for female leadership. This essay will look at the circumstances in Chile and worldwide from the Allende years to the election and presidential terms of Michelle Bachelet and how that would have created right circumstances for a female president. The case for Bachelet's success at being elected as president of Chile is not her sole achievement but more so her unique approach in bringing gender representation in balance within her cabinet and furthermore gender equity and women's rights across Chilean society. 
Michelle Bachelet was born in 1951 and by 2010 was elected as the first female president of Chile with the highest ratings in the country’s history. What did the daughter of Air Force General Alberto Bachelet and archaeologist Angela Jeria Gomez have that made her the ideal candidate to lead the country? In 1964, Bachelet’s father moved his family to Washington D.C., USA when he was appointed as attaché to the Chilean Embassy (Manz, 2011). During the 1960’s, the USA was experiencing a time of social and political unrest with protests and movements taking place across the country, such as the civil rights march that took place at the Lincoln Memorial where Martin Luther King delivered his ‘I Have a Dream’ speech. Other activist protests also occurring at that time included the anti-war movement against the war in Vietnam war, race riots and women's rights to name a few. Music too, was used as a medium to spread the messages and mobilise young people to the causes. This did not elude the young Michelle and is reflected in her choice of music. She particularly favoured Joan Baez and Bob Dylan (Manz, 2011), both singer songwriters with strong political activism throughout their music. 
[bookmark: _Int_MXjy4RlH]After her return to Chile in 1964, Michelle’s maturity into adulthood revealed her potential for leadership having been elected class president in secondary school. Bachelet’s career choice to enter medicine was far from that of an aspiring leader but her choices could be attributed to her parents philosophy ‘we’re all human beings and, although we might have differences, we should all have dignity and be respected and have the same rights and opportunities because it is the right thing to do (Bhardwaj, 2023)’ With such values at her core, it is understandable see how Michelle career unfolded. Whilst at university she joined the Youth Socialist Party of Chile, an indication of her political inclinations towards making a difference. Michelle’s studies at the University of Chile were interrupted by major political events that involved her father. His opposition of the coup by General Augusto Pinochet got him arrested and tortured. He died six months later after being brutally tortured and subsequent heart attack that he was unable to recover from. A note received by his son after he died stated ‘.... I never knew what it was to hate anyone. I’ve have always believed that humans are amazing creatures and should be respected as such ....,’ (Guardiola-Rivera, 2013) an indication of the values held within the Bachelet family. Michelle’s continued participation in the Socialist party after her father’s death led to her and her mother being arrested in January of 1975. She was treated to ‘psychological torture and some beating’ (Hand, 2020) but they did not ‘grill’ her meaning they did not subject her to electric shocks as some others had been. A month later they were exiled. After a brief visit to her brother in Australia they settled in Germany where she continued her medical degree at the Humboldt University of Berlin. She also took the opportunity to make contact with exiled leaders of the Socialist party (Columbia University: World Leaders Forum, 2018) and exposed the human rights violations occurring in Chile. She also met and married her first husband Chilean born architect Jorge Dávalos with whom she fathered two children. 
[bookmark: _Int_EZwnImsN]Bachelet was allowed to return to Chile in 1979 where she completed her degree in 1982 as a surgeon. She then went on to receive a scholarship to specialise in pediatrics. Her primary focus in her early career was in helping to support children. By 1986, still under the Pinochet dictatorship, Michelle was working for the NGO Foundation for the Protection of Children Damaged by States of Emergency (PIDEE). An organisation that was set up to support children victimised by the military regime. In 1990, with the return to democracy, Bachelet worked first for the Health Service and later for the National AIDS Commission (CONASIDA) whilst also acting as advisor to a few organistions including the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the Pan American Health Organisation (PAHO), (Columbia University: World Leaders Forum, 2018). Throughout, Michelle continued her political interest in the Socialist Party and was elected as a member in December 1995. Under the presidency of President Ricardo Lagos in 2000, Bachelet was appointed Health minister with a 100 day order to reduce waiting lines in the medical health clinics. She missed the target and achieved only 82% by the deadline day. Her efforts though, did not go unnoticed for her ‘innovative approach, engagement and energy’ (Manz, 2011) Disappointed in herself she voluntarily gave up her position, even though she was not required to do so. Lagos appointed her defense minister, notably becoming the first female Defense Minister in Latin America and at that time, only fifth in the world to hold the post. As defense minister she sought to modernise, streamline the armed forces as well as improve women's rights within it.
Bachelet’s success in becoming president could be, in part, attributed to the ongoing women’s movements that began around the time of Allende’s presidency from 1970. His social reforms were not well received particularly by the middle- and upper-class women of Chile. They stood to lose with his plans for redistribution of wealth. Initially the women's campaigns were modest with Hayes (2019), alluding to the women's movements to being initially motivated by ‘anti-communist sentiment.’  This changed by December 1971 when there were mass demonstrations which were accompanied by women hanging out of their windows banging their pots and pans in solidarity, (El Mercurio, 1971, cited in de los Angeles Crummett, 1977, p.104). They were protesting food shortages. As conditions deteriorated women mobilised across all sectors of society to oppose Allende and are considered partly instrumental in his overthrow by the coup by General Augusto Pinochet in 1973. During Pinochet's rule his severity measures further motivated and mobilised women to form a solidarity against the regime. They successfully campaigned for democracy and the right to democratically elect their next leader. This was reflected in the electoral turnout where women outnumbered the men. Chilean women have played a large part in addressing gender issues and gender parity in Chile and have over the decades since Allende been a strong presence on the political scene. 
[bookmark: _Int_olI6b5fD]Bachelet’s election into office in 2006 could be attributed to several factors; she had already gained recognition for her remarkable achievements within government, but she also controversially held personal attributes that were against socially accepted norms. These included being ‘divorced, openly agnostic, prochoice and a single mum’ (Manz 2011). The strong feminist movement within Chile would have added strength to her campaign as she was perceived to not only have feminine qualities but also policies that addressed not only human right’s issues within Chile but particularly women's rights violations across all sectors of society. Remarkably, besides breaking through social norm barriers and achieving her first within government, Michelle continued her trailblazing journey to be the first female president of Chile. Her exit polls were the highest approval ratings in Chile that afforded her a successful return to leading the country again four years after leaving office. Her years in between terms, from 2010, were spent as the ‘founding director of the newly founded... United Nations Women’ (Hand et al (2020). An appointment which was in keeping with worldwide recognition of her success not only as a leader but more importantly in recognising her successes in advancing the rights of women. What Michelle had succeeded in showing the world was that possessing qualities of being “feminine,” “warm," “and in possession of soft leadership skills” (Hand et al 2020) in her roles alongside her ability to make tough decisions were key ingredients to her success. She brought much needed balance within her government and to her policies.  She still faced critics but when looking back on what she has achieved for Chile, it cannot be argued that the country was left in good shape on her exit. The country was left with policies open to furthering its betterment.  
[bookmark: _Int_ewVdSx09][bookmark: _Int_8xjMVakX][bookmark: _Int_AgaNajOK][bookmark: _Int_kowIuzFf][bookmark: _Int_2iwirfib] Whilst in her first term, Bachelet focused heavily on addressing women’s rights within government; dividing seats equally between men and women. Socially she addressed domestic abuse, ensured free milk in school for children, breastfeeding under two whilst at work, (Hand, 2020, p.134). She also ensured paid paternity leave for men. Economically she sought to close the pay gap and get women access to leadership roles. When Michelle was voted in for her second term in 2014, though she still had gender policies on the table it was not as evident in her administration as previously. Hand et al (2018, p.137), noted that her ‘gender agenda was secondary and silent and remained subordinated to the structural reforms, scandals and everyday routines of government.’ She had had to deal with a scandal involving her son which overshadowed her time in office. Michelle showed that she was not one to shy away from difficulties but tackled them head on with grit and determination. She was always keen to look for a resolution rather than crumble under pressure. 
[bookmark: _Int_TIuFQgC6][bookmark: _Int_bvqynKRN][bookmark: _Int_5bi4B1xc][bookmark: _Int_NrDd2FR9]As Bachelet’s life is tracked through to present day alongside events that took place in Chile as well as worldwide. It is evident that Michelle developed a keen sense for human rights violations and particularly those of women. Her choice in her early career was focused on helping and supporting people but also becoming active politically to find ways in which to make a difference. Her choices together with her skills won her her roles in government and her subsequently being elected to lead her country twice. Her roles as UN Women and latterly her as United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights in 2018 till she resigned in 2022 are testimony to worldwide recognition of her skill and ability. What makes Michelle Bachelet stand out amongst other women leaders? As previously mentioned, Michelle’s “feminine,” “warm," “and soft leadership skills” are what stand her apart from some other leaders. For example, a comparison to Margaret Thatcher’s leadership style in the United Kingdom from 1879 to 1990 won her the nickname ‘Iron Lady’. A name she earned due to her tough and uncompromising leadership style.  She too was the first leader of her country.  However, her leadership style could be viewed as one that aligned more closely with patriarchal values. She had little time for promoting women's rights or addressing what she may have seen as soft issues. The difference in her leadership style can be seen by her wielding of her power and tough stances she took whilst in government. She finally had to resign as her popularity rates heavily declined. Michelle, however, gained popularity in her country for addressing her nation's welfare. Her policies were developed to be inclusive, fair, and equal. Qualities that are much needed in leaders to bring equity through the whole of society. 
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